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Abstract 
 
 
 
This research project into the manipulation of spatial concepts by artists on the two-
dimensional surface plane, has involved a selected study into cultural and aesthetic 
evolution from early civilization through to the present era. I have cast a line of 
inquiry into eastern, western and primitive art practices, observing the journey of 
chance accelerated by developments in technology. Traditionally artists utilized 
modes of spatial convention and techniques according to the specific cultural 
traditions of the time and place of their production. By contrast, contemporary artists 
know no such boundaries, and are able to select from a range of spatial options 
relevant both to current forms of expression and to a personal visual language. My 
own art practice has been enriched and extended, increasing my ability to challenge 
the notion of still life composition by reversing the traditional hierarchy of form and 
space through the application of a series of experiments brought about by extensive 
research into this spatial evolution. The research project has further assisted this 
development in my art practice by engaging me in a new level of understanding of the 
topic, informing my perceptions and increasing my ability to translate a combination 
of forms in space with heightened emotion and personal meaning. 
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dimensional surface plane, has involved a selected study into cultural and aesthetic 
evolution from early civilization through to the present era. I have cast a line of 
inquiry into eastern, western and primitive art practices, observing the journey of 
chance accelerated by developments in technology. Traditionally artists utilized 
modes of spatial convention and techniques according to the specific cultural 
traditions of the time and place of their production. By contrast, contemporary artists 
know no such boundaries, and are able to select from a range of spatial options 
relevant both to current forms of expression and to a personal visual language. My 
own art practice has been enriched and extended, increasing my ability to challenge 
the notion of still life composition by reversing the traditional hierarchy of form and 
space through the application of a series of experiments brought about by extensive 
research into this spatial evolution. The research project has further assisted this 
development in my art practice by engaging me in a new level of understanding of the 
topic, informing my perceptions and increasing my ability to translate a combination 
of forms in space with heightened emotion and personal meaning. 
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Introduction 
 
 
 
“The modern notion of space is a compound metaphor that embodies all our 
concepts and experiences of separation, distinction, articulation, isolation, 
delimitation, division, differentiation and identity. The laws of perspective and of 
geometry for us are a codified summary of our normal experiences of alienation, 
unique identity, and un-relatedness. It has all been abstracted, externalised, and 
synthesized into the cold, empty void we call space. This metaphor of space is our 
modern mechanism for avoiding the experience of oneness, of the ultimate state of 
unity to which the mystic seers and philosophers of all ages have referred.”1
 
The line of inquiry I have followed through drawing, painting and other two-dimensional 
art forms, has explored the application of the element of space by the visual artist and 
artisan throughout the history of art. By formally researching this component in the visual 
language, I have gained a broader appreciation of the historical development and practical 
application of techniques and devices, utilising a broader combination of spatial skills in 
my own art practice. For me, the strength in a specific work of art often lies in the way I 
read the spatial dynamics of the composition. Depending on the relevant cultural and 
historical context of the time, space has been described on a two-dimensional surface 
through use of line, tone, colour, and shape and in an endless combination of the 
aforementioned listed elements. 
 
For example, ancient Greek artisans produced wonderfully shaped vases and decorated 
them with friezes depicting scenes of majestic animals and classical figures. A continual 
sense of movement was created around the perimeter of these vessels. This was carefully 
orchestrated by implying limited shallow space within the frieze and translating the 
subject matter with simple, repetitive and rhythmic lines. In contrast, early Chinese artists 
created gentle, yet powerful landscapes using ink and wash, imbued with a type of 
atmospheric space. This technique allowed an intuitive notion of perspective through the 
                                                 
1Roger Jones, Physics as Metaphor (1982), Char Davies, “Virtual Space,” in Penz, Francois, Gregory 
Radick, and Robert Howell, ed., in Space: In Science, Art and Society, (UK: Cambridge University Press, 
2004), p. 71.  
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depiction of trees, mountains and clouds receding in the distance. A strong foreground 
was created, and the eye was led into the distance creating a mystic feeling of light and 
being. Thus the Chinese artist had applied spatial schema in accordance with spiritual and 
religious ideals pertaining to the notion that there is no beginning or end to life - it is 
simply a continuing journey. 
  
Traditional Australian aboriginal artists use symbolic imagery and dots on a surface such 
as a piece of bark, sand or cave wall. There is no interest in suggesting three-dimensional 
forms or illusionist space. The marks and patterns narrate a story, which communicates 
the folklore and dreamtimes of this unique culture. 
 
During the Italian Renaissance artists developed mathematical systems to create a sense 
of deep receding space in religious paintings. Baroque artists pioneered the use of light 
and dark to dramatise the subjects and surrounding space on the surface plane. The 
Impressionist movement again shifted the emphasis in the 19th century, capitalising on 
new technical development in paints, colours and brushes and through the influence of 
the photographic image. Paul Cézanne (1839 - 1906) and other Post Impressionists 
explored the potential of warm and cool planes within the two-dimensional surface. The 
element of space became a dominant subject in 20th century abstract art. Non-
representational artwork conveyed meaning through the arrangement of colour, line, form 
and implied space. In the 21st century, contemporary artists continue the evolution. 
 
My research into current art practice has prompted me to consider the space inhabited by 
the viewer, i.e. the physical environment surrounding the work. Installations and site-
based work are an increasing trend. For example, a painting can be an extension of, or 
incorporated into an existing building or location, thus being in a specific physical 
environment is a critical factor in experiencing this type of work. Such limitations have 
obvious drawbacks in terms of conveying the artistic meaning to a wider audience. 
Furthermore, this is not a completely innovative idea, but rather a return to, and extension 
of previous artistic considerations, which were current before the innovation of portable 
painting and the printed image. Centuries earlier, Renaissance artists produced public art 
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to be experienced in specific halls, churches and domes. Huge fresco wall paintings were 
designed to inspire and illuminate the spiritual attitudes of Catholic Church communities. 
Other Italian artists designed non-religious wall paintings, which became literal, 
illusionary extensions of the buildings for which they were intended. Form and space 
were implied in a representational mode reflecting a celebration of the natural 
environment.  
 
Each artist’s work reflects their place in time, country of birth, cultural beliefs and 
technological advancements. Artists are limited or enlightened by these influences. The 
application of space in each artwork reflects, endorses or challenges these beliefs. With 
heightened global communications, the cross referencing of visual ideas between cultures 
seems inevitable. In contemporary times, to the extent to which we are influenced by our 
immediate experience is now accepted as a question of personal artistic choice. 
 
The exploration of space as a powerful and defining element in art history is the core 
subject in my research. Cézanne devoted much of his career to understanding abstract 
concerns such as the manipulation of forms, planes, space, colour and multiple 
viewpoints. Alberto Giacommetti (1901 - 1966) sought to relate his still life and portraits 
by allowing the sense of form and space to interlock and breathe together as a single 
organism. I am seeking to heighten the aesthetic and visual unity of my work by 
intensifying the relationship between positive and negative forms.    
 
Typical subject matter used in my visual explorations includes self-portraits and still life 
objects as well as a combination of these. The still life objects I draw and paint have been 
selected for a multitude of reasons. They provoke memories and symbolise themes of 
love and death. Many of the toys I work with have been kept from my childhood. 
Obviously, any toy that survives this period of time holds deep personal meaning. The 
ornaments are souvenirs accumulated during the 1960s when my Italian father travelled 
through Europe and Asia. The unexpected death of my father suddenly increased the 
importance of these souvenirs. The black bull depicted throughout my work was 
originally bought back from Spain some forty years ago. It came complete with spears 
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embedded in his neck and shoulders, accompanied by a small figurine of a lavishly clad 
matador. The spears are long gone and the bull’s legs have disintegrated, leaving me with 
a twisted carcass. I personally do not condone bullfights and what I perceive as other acts 
of violence and cruelty toward living creatures, failing to understand the mentality of the 
perpetrators. 
 
 As I draw the beast in this tormented, provocative state, I contemplate other childhood 
experiences relating to hunting and killing of animals. It is not necessarily a morbid 
preoccupation. My mother educated us about the practice of killing animals for human 
consumption. As small children we were taken to the abattoirs to witness sheep and pigs 
having their throats cut. The animals were then pushed into drains to allow the spurting 
blood to bleed out. Everything was explained to us in a matter-of-fact way. Rows of 
carcasses were hanging in a large shed to allow the blood to drain properly before the 
meat was transported to the butchers. Understanding the food chain did not necessarily 
prevent childhood nightmares reoccurring, often prompted after a session of playing with 
plastic farm animals in the toy set. Drawing these souvenirs, I am reminded of my 
father’s hunting expeditions. I would return home from school to find the front lawn 
covered with hundreds of fish, plucked ducks and wild pigs brought back from the 
Murrumbidgee River. I also have flashbacks of a donkey and three cows locked in the 
barn in Italy and oversized rabbits sitting in tiny cages being fattened for the table. Due to 
a shortage of land, animals in Europe are often farmed in small enclosures. I see images 
of drought stricken Australian cattle wasting away in barren paddocks, and dead wombats 
on the side of the road. The objects I have selected to work with generally relate to my 
childhood experiences exploring my emotional responses, private passions and silent 
protests on such things as animal cruelty and intensive farming. My art is a stark 
translation of reality. Like my upbringing, it may be confronting and disturbing. A 
drawing of a child’s sewing box containing twisted beasts becomes a metaphor for 
broader issues. Whilst these themes are stitched and interwoven through the body of 
work, the intellectual discussion on the abstract quality of space is the basis of my 
research, rather than any private convictions or political and ethical issues.  
  5 
 Chapter 1 
 
 
 
 Space as a subject 
 
 “Space is the complement of plastic form. In order to appear convincing it must lie 
within a container of space. As the outline breaks, diminishes, or disappears, the 
unity with space becomes stronger but plasticity begins to dissipate as a 
consequence. There are many draftsmen quite willing to sacrifice the plastic entity, 
anxious to gain a flux of light and mass, the permutable form enveloped in space.  
How extraordinary the drawings of Seurat or Cézanne would have appeared to 
Michelangelo. Surely he would have commented, as he did of Titian, that they were 
tolerable painters-but such clumsy draftsmen! Their equivocal drawings would be 
incomprehensibly dull to his firmly sculptural mind. Drawing as a magical art is 
capable of conjuring numerous identities. One cannot assume a hierarchy in which 
plastic form is uppermost. Michelangelo’s judgement in this case would be formed 
of bias, as was his appraisal of Titian. Actually, pictorial drawings (the term of 
Charles de Tolany) become more and more dominant as art progresses from the 
sixteenth century and painting precipitates into mobile, light filled space. One 
‘category’ of drawing merges with infinite subtlety into another. Therefore, it is not 
possible to give pictorial a specific definition, except quite generally, as a 
conception in which form is either equalled or subordinated to qualities of light, 
space, and motion. We attach no real significance to the term. It is simply a useful 
word for suggesting that draftsmen may be committed to interests other than 
absolute plastic form.”2
 
The following section discusses the developments in the use of artistic space in the 
context of selected periods of time through history. 
 
One-point perspective: the legacy of the Italian Renaissance 
 
Linear perspective is of particular interest to me and has been something I have 
consciously maintained in my work during the past two decades. During my art education 
at secondary school, I was taught about the possibilities for creating depth and spatial 
illusion on a two-dimensional surface which the use of a single vanishing point made 
                                                 
2 Edward Hill, The Language of Drawing, (USA: A Spectrum Book, Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1966), pp. 59-60. 
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possible. It was the mandatary lesson in perspective. Like every other teenager in the 
state, I ruled up a road and railway line, which diminished in scale and appeared to recede 
toward a horizon line. Diminishing trees and powerlines typically flanked the routes of 
transport implying distance. At this time, I was unable to fathom the revolution this 
formula had caused 600 years earlier in Florence during the Italian Renaissance. 
 
During my tertiary art education in the 1980s, I was never encouraged to clinically rule 
out a mathematical formula on the page. Rather, I was encouraged to resolve my personal 
responses taking the laws of perspective into consideration. It became clear to me that a 
grasp of the notion of diminishing planes in receding space could strengthen the technical 
reading and credibility of a drawing. Since that time my ability to identify and translate 
moving planes through implied space on a two-dimensional surface in my art practice has 
been an on-going challenge. With my fascination for the potential of this particular 
mathematical concept, I have researched its origins with passionate curiosity. 
 
The notion of representing the world as an implied sphere on a surface on paper emerged 
during ancient Grecian times when attempts were made to document the earth’s surface 
in terms of continents and oceans. Put simply, while trying to create maps,3 the illusion of 
pictorial form developed. Mankind was attempting to understand the world through 
geology and astronomy. Thinking as a scientist, the world was imagined as a form in the 
universe, and depicted from an external point of reference. Whilst in the 21st century, this 
seems like a logical and factual detail, the magnitude of this concept is actually realised 
when one considers that during the Dark Ages in western Europe, the view of the world 
was seen through the eyes of religion and not science. Traditional Christian beliefs 
maintained that the world was flat and not spherical as believed in ancient Greek 
philosophy. Thus, the visual representation of space on a two-dimensional surface has 
been closely linked to religious philosophy and influences from other cultures, science 
and new discoveries in technology throughout the history of art. 
                                                 
 
3  Alison Cole, Perspective, (In association with The National Gallery, London: Collins Eye Witness Art, 
National Gallery Publications, 1993), p. 13.                                                                                          
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In the following sections I will discuss the changes in the use of space by individual 
artists. These changes have continued to be a pivotal and intrinsic issue in emerging art 
movements. Spatial conventions in art have evolved, changed, disappeared, re-emerged 
and been continually extended over the centuries throughout western culture. 
  
The contemporary artist may quickly select and implement a mode of spatial convention 
that serves the desired aesthetic purpose or effect in his/her current visual vocabulary. 
Does the artist need to know the origins or development of the selected mode of implied 
space? I certainly do, because I am curious and intrigued by the factors that have 
contributed to its development. These factors evolved in the contemplation of our 
physical and spiritual existence. 
 
Evolution of implied space from classical origins  
 
The earliest portrayals of humans as a realistic three-dimensional form on a two-
dimensional surface exist in the frescos and mosaics (of which few survive), adorning the 
walls of villas from the ancient civilizations of Greece and Rome. Winged Genius (Fig. 1) 
is an example of a painting, which survived the destruction of Pompeii. It has been 
estimated that this wall painting,4 was produced between 60-40 B.C. in the villa of 
Fannius Synistor, Boscoreale. The body of the angel in this painting is natural in 
representation, depicted in soft, pink flesh tones with subtle tonal modelling. The human 
form has a sense of classically proportioned anatomy. A clear viewing position has been 
established for the audience, as we appear to be gazing up toward the elevated angel. The 
plane beneath the chin, forearm and the bottom of the gold plate held by the figure are all 
defined, indicating that the artist could identify and create the illusion of the angles of 
forms in space. The technique of foreshortening has been applied to the raised left arm 
that appears to be presenting the plate out toward the viewer. The angel is emerging from 
a dark neutral background, which creates an implied sense of deep space behind it. 
Indeed, an angel with wings needs a void to fly in, and thus a literal notion of space has 
                                                 
4 Gabriele Bartz and Eberhard Konig, Art & Architecture: Louvre, (Cologne: Konemann Verlagsgellschaft 
mbH, 2000), p. 183.  
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been provided. The following description of the painting reinforces the visual 
acknowledgement of space. 
“The figure appears to have been arrested by chance in mid-movement; the light 
falls from the left onto his naked body, so that his outstretched forearm and shallow 
bowl, in particular, cast a striking shadow. Because of the lighting, the wings which 
are in shadow, provide a wonderful illusion of freedom.”5
 
The ability to depict humans as a three-dimensional form in a natural world complete 
with baskets of food, landscape and buildings, all existing in implied space on a two-
dimensional surface, was a skill that disappeared with the decline of the Greek and 
Roman empires. 
 
The Middle Ages 
 
During the Dark Ages in western Europe, space as a counterbalance to form was given an 
enormous literal role in the backgrounds of wooden altarpieces and medieval 
manuscripts. The space around an image on a two-dimensional surface was symbolic and 
represented the belief in the eternal life. In the Christian ideology of the time, Heaven 
existed in the sky above, and God was watching and judging mankind from this vantage 
point. Spirits and souls are believed to inhabit the space around us. 
 
The altarpiece known as St. Martin and the Descent into Hell (Fig. 2) presents a scene 
which is typical of the representation of implied space conforming to religious values. 
The space around the figures and furniture consists of the characteristic luminous gold 
ground. In the upper pointed third of the right hand panel, a bearded figure (presumably 
God) remains seated, surrounded by red and orange angels. The shape of this part of the 
panel is pointed, reinforcing the upward movement to Heaven. An entirely imaginary 
space as been suggested, in which the figure is suspended in a gold shaft. A thin 
horizontal section below this figure is defined by thick black lines, dividing Heaven and 
Hell. Two rows of seated figures are included in this section, and appear to recede into 
the distance demonstrating the artist’s awareness of diminishing planes. 
                                                 
5 Bartz, op. cit., p. 183. 
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The space in the larger, lower remaining section of the panel creates a shallow golden 
void descending to a black circular base, which is obviously representing Hell. This 
section of the panel is presented in a type of bird’s eye view from above. The void 
created above the Hell pit contains images of swirling fallen angels who appear to lose 
their colour, becoming small black abstract shapes descending toward the ground. 
Evidently art was used to inform and communicate religious beliefs to the illiterate 
masses. A clever selection of spatial techniques has been combined in the one panel of 
the medieval altarpiece to illustrate the fate of the unrepentant sinner. 
 
In her book simply entitled Perspective,6 Alison Cole states more strongly that “elaborate 
architectural perspectives”7 used in Roman times were rejected by the medieval 
Byzantine artists. In describing the triptych by Duccio Di Buononsegna (1255 – 1319) 
painted in 1315, Cole states: 
“The gold background lends majesty and an internal light; it also denies any sense 
of depth, allowing the holy participants to inhabit an entirely spiritual Space. The 
figures themselves, however, have been modelled in light and shade, giving them a 
powerful physical presence.”8   
 
In modern society, Christian belief still relates the notion of space with spiritualism. At a 
requiem mass I attended recently, the priest discussed the beliefs of the Church in regard 
to the afterlife. He talked of the relationship between the existence of the spirit and soul 
with space and the wind. He reminded us that we could not see the space. We could see 
the trees moving, and hear the branches rustle. We could cut the down the trees, but we 
could not remove the wind or space. The void existed, as did the soul and spirit. We 
could only feel it, not touch or see it. According to the Bible, God created man. Artists 
employed by the Church have used their imagination to visually define the undefinable; 
this includes God, spirits, angels, Heaven and Hell, all existing in an implied notion of 
space. 
 
                                                 
6 Cole, op. cit., p. 8.  
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
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To ease the transition between life and death, the Church offers a reassuring impression 
that human spirits exist in space. Thus, comfort is offered during a time of grieving, 
confusion, distress, anger and anxiety. During the funeral service I attended, the priest 
expressed what he felt was a mistake made by many Christians. Rather than attempting to 
understand the phenomenon of invisible spirits, he encouraged us to simply accept their 
existence as a conclusive fact.  
 
The inquiring mind continues in its endeavour to understand. We continue to probe the 
world and express our responses with visual conclusions according to our beliefs and 
traditions. Our opinions are constantly challenged through artistic innovations, contact 
with new material and in response to different religious philosophies and commercial 
demands of present society. The following entry in Italian Drawings from the 15th to the 
19th century, by Winslow Ames, clarifies the abovementioned points.  
“Man took to examining mankind, its shape and its thoughts, its relation to nature 
and God. In much of this examination, drawing played a large part. Although the 
Renaissance tended to skip back to ancient classic civilization, beyond the Gothic 
and Byzantine, in search of mankind’s previous ‘best’, there had been two factors 
contributing to the early Renaissance draughtsman’s capacity. One was the 
empirical science which the Moslem world, pressing upon the West, contributed; 
the other was the monastic copying of manuscripts which not only preserved the 
Bible and much classical learning, but also gave the artist both the formal task of 
illustration and informal outlet (in marginal flourishes) for his freer thoughts. 
Moslem medicine and its Western successors provided a certain way of looking at 
mankind. The varieties of writing and drawing practiced in the Christian scriptoria 
of the West encouraged some versatility and individuality.”9
 
The importance of these two factors cannot be overstated. Both facilitated the gradual 
changes emerging in the treatment of implied space on the surface plane in western art 
from the 13th century onwards. 
 
 
                                                 
9 Winslow Ames, Italian Drawing from the 15th to the 19th Century, (USA and Canada: Little, Brown & 
Company Limited, 1963), pp. 12-14. 
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Chapter 2 
 
 
 
 Transitions in western art 
 
Prior to commencing this research project, my own drawings and paintings until this time 
had been created with a preference for using a combination of representational form and 
implied space, translated from direct observation. My attentions have now turned to 
exploring other visual possibilities, having researched a host of alternative solutions 
utilised in mainly western cultures at various periods in time. The specific nature of these 
discoveries and conventions will be analysed in this chapter, with reference to their 
relevance and bearing on my own art practice. 
 
Throughout my research, I have continued to limit my paintings and drawings to the 
study of selected still life objects and self-portrait combinations. With time the nature of 
my face changes and my appreciation of the aesthetic qualities present in the selected 
souvenirs and toys I depict, constantly increases. With passion and excitement, I subject 
them to a range of visual experiments, hoping to develop new ways of representing 
negative space with artistic credibility. It is important for me to understand the origins 
and influences of the techniques I am employing, if I am to use them convincingly as 
tools reflecting my personal aspirations towards the subject matter. 
 
This convention of utilizing representational space had been employed in the art from 
ancient Greek and Roman times. During the Dark Ages, form and space became symbolic 
rather than representational or naturalistic. With a return to the ideals of Antiquity, artists 
such as the Early Renaissance painter Giotto (1266 - 1337) instigated a major transition 
in spatial application. The symbolic gold background in medieval panels and manuscripts 
was replaced with blue skies, landscapes and interiors. In 1305 Giotto painted the famous 
series of frescos surviving in the Scrovegni Chapel, Padua. The scene titled Crucifixion, 10 
                                                 
10 Giotto, Cruxification: http://www.artchive.com/artchive/G/giotto/giotto_crucifixtion.jpg.html (accessed 
04/09/06). 
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depicts Christ on the cross being circled by angels; the blue sky facilitates the act of 
flight. This has been considered a key development in the narrative art of western 
cultures. The change in spatial depiction was religiously motivated, and stemmed from 
the need to communicate important historical events from the Bible to a populace that 
was largely illiterate.  
 
In order to give their paintings more visual credibility, Renaissance artists attempted to 
depict a more natural sense of movement and spatial awareness in their work. The 
following quotation from the book Art and Architecture: Louvre, clarifies this point: 
“Painted figures cannot move. Therefore, painters are only able to tell a story if they 
show several phases in the narrative. These are best viewed alongside one another, 
rather than one after the other, and with the scenes preferably set in different spatial 
locations. For this reason, a change of location is indicative of the passing of time in 
many paintings. However, it was not until artists learned to paint interiors with 
some degree of conviction that such a concept could function at all.”11
 
During the proceeding Italian Renaissance, amidst a context of rapid development in 
global trade, prospering economics and commerce, the citizens of Florence were 
determined to reflect their flourishing achievements through the arts. This celebration of 
culture and the subsequent demand for public works, propelled practicing guilds of artists 
and artisans to compete fiercely for commissions offered by the Church and private 
patrons. 
 
A renewed emphasis on classical education from Antiquity, caused artists to become 
curious about the potential of mathematical formulas in measuring and constructing space 
and volume on the surface plane. Relating objects in space through these formulated 
techniques has been part of my own art practice, and so I was keen to gain a greater 
appreciation of their origins. The linear nature of drawing, which was a widespread 
practice during the Renaissance, facilitated the formulation of perspective. Filippo 
Brunelleschi (1377 – 1446) was the master architect who pioneered one-point 
perspective. In his book, The Feud that Sparked the Renaissance, the author Paul Robert 
                                                 
11Batz, op. cit., p. 284. 
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Walker examines the competitive climate which accelerated achievements such as these 
linear conventions in Italy during the 1400s. Walker defines the impact of this visual 
research in altering human perceptions in western culture during the proceeding 600 
years. He states:   
“We take perspective for granted. Any modern painter or draftsman worth his salt 
can portray the three-dimensional world on a two-dimensional surface, unless he 
chooses not to for reasons of art and effect. But it is precisely the lack of this 
dimensionality that characterizes the painting and drawing not only of the Middle 
Ages but also of the entire pre-Renaissance world with the exception of classical 
Greece and Rome. Chinese art, Egyptian art, American Indian art, and Byzantine art 
– none of these demonstrate realistic perspective. Tuscan painters of the Trecento, 
especially in Siena and Florence, were acutely aware of the problem, and they 
struggled mightily, with mixed results. Any given part of a fresco might have a 
convincing perspective, but the system invariably broke down over the painting as a 
whole. What was missing was a clearly defined, mathematical based approach, and 
such an approach depended on a single point of view: the eye of the beholder. It is 
this eye that Filippo Brunelleschi provided.”12
 
Fellow architect, Leon Battista Alberti (1404 - 1472) first documented Brunelleschi’s 
‘Laws of Perspective’ in 1430. Produced in Latin, the book was called De Pittura or On 
Painting.13 Walker best summed up Brunelleschi’s achievements in the paragraph below: 
“Although the dome of Santa Maria del Fiore is Filippo Brunelleschi’s most famous 
and instantly recognizable creation, his greatest contribution to the art of the 
western world was the rediscovery of linear perspective. Not a single authenticated 
drawing in Filippo’s hand has survived, and yet the mark of that hand can be found 
in every realistic painting since the third decade of the Quattrocento. It is no 
exaggeration to say that without Brunelleschi’s formulation of perspective, there 
would have been no Renaissance in painting at all until someone else discovered 
what Filippo discovered.”14
The tradition of establishing the design of the two-dimensional surface plane through 
academic principles became a continued practice led by artists such as Nicholas Poussin 
(1594 - 1665) in France during the 1600s. Neoclassical masters such as Jacques-Louis 
                                                 
12 Paul Robert Walker, The feud That sparked the Renaissance, (New York: HarperCollins (sic) Publishers 
Inc, 2002), p. 61. 
13 Annamaria Petrioli Tofani, Graham Smith, Ilaria Cisero, Edmond Capon and Timothy Potts, Renaissance 
Drawings,  (Australia: Art Gallery of New South Wales, 1995), p. 7. 
14 Walker, op. cit., p. 140. 
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David (1748 - 1825) and his many pupils including Baron Francois Gerard (1770 - 1837) 
and Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres (1980 - 1867), also constructed classical 
compositions based on these schematic proportions. 
 
Whilst I think of my own compositions as being established from an intuitive response to 
a given subject, it is clear that the way I construct forms and voids within the surface 
plane has been inherited from this classical tradition. After researching transitions in 
spatial treatments in specific art styles, a greater appreciation of an array of conventions, 
such as experiments with symbolism and imagined and psychological spaces, facilitated a 
visual enrichment and extension of my art practice.  
 
The influence of cartography  
 
The impact of developments in the field of cartography on spatial conventions in two-
dimensional art forms in both eastern and western cultures is subtle and significant. In his 
book The world through maps: a history of cartography,15 John Rennie Short summarizes 
the direct correlation with pieces of artwork and cartography: 
“Maps are pictures of the world that embody changes in artistic depiction, scientific 
inquiry, and the way we view and understand the land around us. They are material 
objects, social documents, and historical artefacts. The history of cartography is a 
complex story of changes in artistic representation, technical progress, and social 
construction, all of which bear the mark of economic and political power.”16
 
The spatial representation of maps in regard to the western visual understanding of the 
world can be attributed to the ancient Greek mathematician, Pythagoras (6th c. BC), 
whose philosophical research led him to conclude that the world was a perfect spherical 
form.17 It was during the Renaissance period that the schematic drawings of maps were 
first noted as having an influence on western artists’ perceptions of form and implied 
space on a surface plane. Art historian, Ernst Gombrich aptly defines the difference 
                                                 
15 John Rennie Short, The world through maps: a history of cartography, (Canada: Firefly Books Ltd, 
2003). 
16 Ibid, p.11. 
17 Ibid, pp. 30-46. 
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between cartography and art: the former being “visual representation” and the latter being 
“visual experience.”18
 
Paul Robert Walker discusses the interest raised in Florence in 1397 when the Greek 
scholar Manuel Chrysoloras, was brought to the city to teach Greek.19 The travelling 
scholar was in possession of a geography book. It gave artists the opportunity to consider 
the world from an alternative perspective. Walker describes the possible impact this may 
have had on Brunelleschi in the following paragraph: 
 
“In this book, the second-century Greek astronomer/mathematician suggested three 
different methods of mapping from the known world, each aimed at accurately 
representing a three-dimensional sphere on a two-dimensional plane. In two of these 
methods, Ptolemy asked his would-be mapmaker to imagine himself gazing at the 
earth through a single point on its surface. One of these two approaches took the 
idea into extraordinary mathematical detail, laying out a system of grids and 
coordinates that was similar to the system that Brunelleschi used in creating his 
perspective panels. While it is possible that Filippo did not fully understand this 
system until much later, he must have been fascinated immediately by the 
underlying concept: the idea that a man could stand back and gaze at the world. 
This was revolutionary, more startling than any breakthrough in art or 
architecture….”20  
 
The Renaissance artist, Paolo Uccello (1396/7 - 1475) developed a particular fascination 
with viewing form from a distance, and translating it as a transparent three-dimensional 
projection. Leon Battista Alberti documented further formulas explaining an elaborate 
grid technique for analysing the relationship between forms and spaces on the ground 
plane and correlating walls. 
  
Leonardo da Vinci (1452 – 1519) had been employed as a cartographer, and was fully 
informed of the possibilities for translating information on a two-dimensional surface, 
utilizing the main types of viewpoints now practiced in Renaissance mapping. These 
included the “prospect” view from the side, the “bird’s eye” view seen obliquely from 
                                                 
18 E. G. H. Gombrich, The image & the Eye, (London: Phaiden Press Ltd, 1982), p. 176. 
19 Walker, op. cit., p. 59. 
20 Ibid, p. 63. 
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above and the “aerial” view21 evident in the beautiful map shown in Figure 3. This is an 
aerial map of Imola commissioned around 1502 to assist in strategic planning for defence 
purposes. Knowledge of ancient mapping techniques undoubtedly influenced the spatial 
theories permeating Italian art during this period.  
 
The concept of viewing subject matter from an aerial viewpoint and relating forms to 
wall grids and a ground plane, were practices I had employed since my tertiary education. 
Whilst under the tuition of Pam Hallandal (b. 1932) in the Drawing Department at the 
Victorian College of the Arts (formerly known as Victoria College, Prahran Campus), I 
made overhead diagrams of still life objects. This facilitated a better understanding of 
relationship between spaces and forms. As evident in Talking Teapots (Fig. 14), this is 
still a convention I utilise when working with the objects I wish to relate in the natural 
space existing in and around them. 
  
Spatial transitions in northern Europe 
 
In his book entitled Dutch Painting,22 the author R. H. Fuchs has ascertained a clear 
overview of the development of spatial concerns in the two-dimensional artwork of 
Northern Europe, beginning with medieval styles and moving through to abstraction. 
Fuchs distinguishes the difference between a northern European and southern European 
narrative artwork and clarifies the spatial conventions utilized in each style. As evident in 
the work of northern masters such as Rogier van der Weyden (1399/1400 - 1464), and 
Jan Van Eyck (1390 - 1441) from the 15th century, the story is portrayed in a 
“summarized form”23 contained within a single painting; not linked in a series of images 
as in the work of Italian Early Renaissance painter, Giotto. 
 
Figurative paintings from this early northern period often contained architectural 
structures such as rooms, receding floors and light filled windows. With subtle lighting 
                                                 
21 Short, op. cit., p. 120. 
22 R. H. Fuchs, Dutch painting, (London: Thames and Hudson Ltd, 1978). 
23 Ibid. p. 9. 
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permeating the environment, an overall credible sense of spatial organization was created 
on the surface plane. 
 
In the university town of Leiden during the 17th century, an art school was established 
defined by its emphasis on producing intimate genre scenes depicting middle-class 
interiors. With this training and practice of manipulating perspective, artists such as 
Pieter de Hooch (1629 - 1985), Jan Steen (1626 - 79), Carel Fabritius (1622 - 54) and 
Nicolas Maes (1634 - 93) depicted scenes that could lead the eye of the viewer 
meandering through rooms and hallways. Implying hidden compartments in pantries 
created a type of literal space. Open doors and windows alluded to human interaction in 
other parts of the building. This interplay between open doors and connected scenes of 
human activity is evident in the genre painting Maid and Child in a Delft Courtyard, by 
Pieter de Hooch (Fig. 4). Characteristic of northern Renaissance painting, the story of 
daily interaction is contained within a single canvas. The spatial depth and other devices 
facilitate this occurrence: a series of images is not needed to express the action as in 
quattrocento Italian religious narrations.  
 
Michelangelo Caravaggio (1573 - 1610) painted the definition of forms and voids 
through use of dramatic lighting effects. The origins of his innovative techniques relates 
directly to the artistic training he received in Northern Italy. Traditionally, painters from 
Lombardy and the Veneto regions painted in oils directly from nature24 and created a 
sense of form and implied space through the manipulation of subtle colours, texture and 
contrasting light. As mentioned earlier, artists of central Italy used the mathematical 
system of linear perspective to establish a geometrically balanced composition. Colour 
was added later, and the edges of forms were quite defined. My artwork bears similarities 
to that technique due to my preoccupation with linear form and implied space. I was, 
therefore, interested in experimenting with atmospheric perspective achieved through 
combining the abovementioned elements. 
                                                 
24 Libby Anson and Nicola Hodge, The A-Z of Art, (Sydney: Carlton Books Limited, 1995), p. 70. 
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Caravaggio began producing work containing religious subject matter whilst residing in 
Monte Palazzo, home of Cardinal Francesco Maria del Monte. This provided the artist 
with an opportunity to access prominent local art collections containing ancient 
sculptures and ‘various paintings which might be termed pre-Caravaggesque, a lume di 
notte (candlelit paintings)’.25 Caravaggio increased his understanding of the effects of 
dramatic lighting on form and space by studying the statues at night under torch and 
candlelight.26His observations were translated into his paintings, combining new 
knowledge of perspective and foreshortening with a masterful application of dramatic 
chiaroscuro. Unlike Renaissance artists who had often employed linear perspective to 
direct the viewers’ gaze toward a focal point in a painting, Caravaggio employed spatial 
innovations that invited the spectator into the picture frame, thus becoming personally 
engaged in the scene. Removing the foreground of the picture plane and painting 
radically cropped figures contributes to this phenomenon. 
 
Caravaggio also employed the use of reflected mirror images in his work. Referred to as 
“pittura da posa” (posed picture),27 this practice was more commonplace in the northern 
European countries. In his BBC documentary titled “Secret Knowledge,”28 the British 
artist David Hockney (b. 1937) recreated selected paintings by artists including 
Caravaggio. In these experiments Hockney contemplated the spatial variations suggested 
on the two dimensional surface resulting from the use of technical devices including the 
mirror lens and camera obscura. Hockney’s personal preference was for the Flemish 
conception of reality, viewing the world up close without reference to one-point 
perspective. All aspects of nature are given equal importance, and the viewer is able to 
enjoy the wealth of detail, texture and light reflections. Thus the spatial convention 
utilized allowed the audience to enter into the intimate world created and engage in the 
experience. Hockney suggests that joining a collage of individual mirror projections 
together formed the basis of many early Flemish paintings: hence the lack of vanishing 
                                                 
25 Sergio Benedetti, Caravaggio & his world, (Australia: Art Gallery of New South Wales and National 
Gallery of Victoria, 2003), p. 30. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
28 David Hockney, “Secret Knowledge,” (London: BBC, directed and produced by Randoll Wright, 
documentary, 2002). 
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point. It was a concept Hockney explored in his own work, as he linked and overlapped 
masses of photographs into what became known as ‘photo-pieces.’29   
 
Through the continual persistence of artists exploring the potential of mirror reflections 
and picture boxes, the construction of the modern day camera was developed during the 
19th century. The photographic image offered new and exciting possibilities for painters. 
The Impressionists were now able to study the illusive moving figures of humans and 
animals, having frozen their image in the form of a photo. Drama was heightened through 
use of the cropped composition, derived in part from the haphazard nature of the 
accidental photograph. 
 
 The photographic image distilled a particular static moment in time from a particular 
angle from a one-eyed lens. The snapshot was not unrelated to the notion of reality 
devised from an image created in one-point perspective, however it could be argued that 
this view provides a very limited reflection of reality. 
 
The first definition of the colour wheel had been formulated in Europe during the mid 
1940s. Michel Eugene Chevreul, a chemist working at a French textile studio analysed 
the properties of colours and published his findings.30He established the fact ‘that there 
are three primary hues - red, yellow, and blue - from which all other colors may be 
mixed.’31This heightened awareness of colour perception lead to further experiments by 
artists with pigment mixtures. Around the same time, American scientist-artist John 
Rand, invented ‘patented folding tin tubes to hold spoilable oil paints.’32Prior to this, 
artists had to undertake a tedious process of mixing pigments in glass vials when working 
outdoors. The invention of metal tubes enabled artists to conveniently pack a small 
supply of materials into a case and work directly on location in the landscape. 
 
                                                 
29 David Hockney, That’s the way I see It, (London: Thames and Hudson Ltd, 1993), p. 10. 
30 William James Williams, Impressionism and Post Impressionism, (New York: Hugh Lauter Associates, 
Inc., New York, and Aurora Art Publishers, Leningrad. 1986), p. 10. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
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In response to these developments, the very nature of art practice was set to evolve. The 
‘Impressionist movement’ emerged and referred to a group of French artists who 
pioneered plein air or outdoor painting. Their observations of atmospheric sky conditions 
brought about the demise of the traditional ‘blue sky’ previously established in painting 
by Giotto during the Early Renaissance. 
 
Capitalizing on these abovementioned technological achievements, Claude Monet (1840-
1926) confronted nature directly producing paintings in hues of vibrant colour. Plein air 
painting enabled him to capture the effects of light on form, observing and translating 
atmospheric conditions such as rapid weather changes. The background space in his 
painted skies became heavily textured in response to the cloud movement and air density. 
 
During 2003, an exhibition of French Impressionist artwork was held at the National 
Gallery of Victoria. In her catalogue essay in Gallery entitled “Celebration of modern 
life,”33 Alison Inglis summarizes the spatial innovations of Monet’s painting Saint-Lazare 
Station, 1877. Inglis concludes that: 
“…… his painting achieves a fine equilibrium between the dissolving space at the 
centre of the image and the flat picture plane, architecture and the thickly applied 
paint…..All these features of this remarkable picture – the artist’s pleasure in the 
unpicturesque but dynamic new aspects of contemporary society, his fascination 
with paint itself and its new sensory impact, and his skilful manipulation of surface 
and depth – would all be picked up and reinvented by future generations of 
artists.”34
 
Another essay in the same edition of Gallery by Anthony White, further reinforces the 
spatial innovation in a second summary. In his article “Their place in art history,”35 
describing the painting Regattas at Argenteuil of 1874, White states that: 
“By placing a prominent sail boat right in the middle of the picture where we expect 
to see a view into the far distance, Monet has avoided creating a strong illusion of 
depth. Note also how Monet has divided the canvas into a series of rectangles 
defined by the horizon line and the sail of that central sailing boat. As a result, the 
                                                 
33 Alison Inglis, “Celebration of modern life,” Gallery, May/June 2004), pp. 16-21. 
34 Ibid, p. 16. 
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painting can be thought of as a series of geometric abstract shapes. Many of these 
techniques, evident brushwork, refusal of spatial illusion and geometric division of 
the canvas, were adopted by the great painters of the 20th century, including the 
American Abstract Expressionists Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko. In this sense, 
Monet had a lasting impact on the history of modern art.”36
 
 
Claude Monet began eliminating the traditional horizon line and ‘literal sky’ altogether 
from his nature studies. This was to become more apparent in the waterlilies series 
completed towards the end of his career. As evident in Blue Waterlilies 1916-191937and 
Waterlilies 1920,38 the artist explores the shape and colour of lily pads and reflections on 
the pond surface.  Importantly, the sky has been omitted. The viewer realises the full 
potential of the underlying abstract qualities of the paintings, including the sense of 
movement created through rhythmic brushstrokes dancing across the surface of the water. 
The interaction between harmonious selections of complementary colours creates a 
pattern-like arrangement across the surface plane. At this point, Monet was referred to as 
an ‘Abstract-Impressionist.’39 The equilibrium in his paintings was now derived from  
colour arrangements and tactile surface treatment, as opposed to the use of any formal 
devices suggested through linear perspective or skills of Renaissance draughtsmanship. 
 
Unlike the self-contained narrative paintings produced by the Dutch Masters, Monet 
presents a segment of nature, which implies that the reality continues beyond the 
perimeters of the canvas edge. Perhaps the practice of plein air painting contributed to 
this transition in spatial treatment. Confronting the expanse of organic nature and 
landscape directly freed him from the concept of planning a composition through 
reference to mathematic formulas. His focus shifted toward an exploration of the 
interaction with colour, atmospheric conditions and texture on the two-dimensional 
surface. 
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The Post Impressionist, Paul Cézanne began exploring a radical new approach to surface 
analysis creating form and recession through a balance of warm and cool planes of 
colour. His use of line performed a “new, nonlinear function” that “marked the end of 
scientific perspective.”40 His manipulation of the picture space also identified him as a 
forerunner of modern art. Maurice Merleau-Ponty discusses the achievements of Cézanne 
in his book entitled The world of perception. He states: 
“Cézanne strives to give birth to the outline and shape of objects in the same way 
that nature does when we look at them through an arrangement of colours. This is 
why, when he paints an apple and renders its coloured texture with unfailing 
patience, it ends up swelling and bursting free from the confines of well-behaved 
draughtsmanship…………If many painters since Cézanne have refused to follow 
the law of geometrical perspective, this is because they have sought to recapture and 
reproduce before our very eyes the birth of the landscape. They have been reluctant 
to settle for analytical overview and have striven to recapture the feel of perceptual 
experience itself. Thus different areas of their paintings are seen from different 
points of view. The lazy viewer will see ‘errors of perspective’ here, while those 
who look closely will get the feel of a world in which no two objects are seen 
simultaneously, a world in which regions of space are separated by the time it takes 
to move our gaze from one to the other, a world in which being is not given but 
rather emerges over time.”41
 
Hockney refers to the French masters’ visual experiments in his BBC documentary.42  
Like the early Flemish masters, Cézanne created paintings viewing the world through two 
eyes. This often resulted in the inclusion of multiple viewpoints existing in the one 
painting, which was more akin with the way we perceive the world. Acknowledging that 
there is no line between objects, Cézanne forged an innovative dialogue with the surface 
plane that inspired future art movements such as Cubism and abstraction. In the book 
entitled Drawings and watercolour, Cézanne, the author Jiri Siblik describes Cézanne’s 
use of spatial manipulation in the following extract:  
“He (Cézanne) did not use space to create an optical illusion; he did not want to 
distract the viewer from this two-dimensional reality. That is why ‘mistakes’ appear 
in his paintings - why table edges and pottery rims seem misdrawn and houses 
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appear slanted. To Cézanne, even the air was an object, a material substance 
connecting people and things.” 43
 
It was not until the invention of Cubism in southern Europe in the 20th century, that 
another approach in spatial representation emerged in the western art world. Primitive 
artefacts were being bought back into Europe through trade enterprises. The more 
experimental artists such as Pablo Picasso (1881 - 1970) and George Braque (1882 - 
1963)44 were absorbing new influences into their practice. Picasso was inspired by the 
very nature of Primitive art, and in particular, its lack of convention and “freedom to 
distort.”45 It contradicted all theory pointing towards spatial representation based on 
mathematical precision. In his book, The Shock of the New, Robert Hughes describes 
Picasso’s innovative experiments with implied space and drapery in the following 
paragraph: 
“That Picasso could give empty space the same kind of distortion a sixteenth 
century artist reserved for cloth with a body inside it points to the newness of Les 
Demoiselles. What is solid, and what void? What is opaque, and what transparent? 
The question Picasso begs, or rather shoves aside, in this remarkable painting. 
Instead of solids (nude and fruit) in front of a membrane (the curtain) bathed in 
emptiness and light, sort of plasma, thick and intrusive. If the painting has any air in 
it at all, it comes from the colours – the pinks and blues that survive from the 
wistful miserablisme of his earlier work, lending Les Demoiselles a peculiarly ironic 
air: whatever else these five women may be, they are not victims or clowns.”46    
 
Forms were viewed from multiple angles in the one picture, and spaces were now 
translated as flattened shapes.   
 
Robert Hughes also discusses another breakthrough in spatial representation, brought 
about indirectly through the field of architecture during the French Industrial Revolution. 
The view from the recently built Eiffel Tower offered a new way in perceiving the world. 
The land appeared as a flattered surface geometrically divided by a simple grid. Hughes 
explains this phenomenon in the following extract: 
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“Yet the cultural conditions of seeing were starting to change, and the Eiffel Tower 
stood for that too. The most spectacular thing about it in the 1890s was not the view 
of the tower from the ground. It was seeing the ground from the Tower……But 
when the tower opened to the public in 1889, nearly a million people rode its lifts to 
the top platform; and there they saw what modern travellers take for granted every 
time they fly – earth on which we live seen flat, as pattern, from above. As Paris 
turned its once invisible roofs and the now clear labyrinth of its alleys and streets 
towards the tourist’s eye, becoming a map of itself, a new type of landscape began 
to seep into popular awareness. It was based on frontality and pattern, rather than on 
perspective recession and depth.”47
 
Many other inventions from the Industrial Revolution, such as the plane, fast trains and 
television have enabled us to view our world and life experience in a different vein. 
Typically, new art and spatial treatment of the surface plane has emerged in response to 
our altered perceptions. 
 
Implying form and space through grids, patterns and coloured shapes culminated in 
artistic movements emerging in America during the mid 1900s. These included 
Abstraction, Pop art and Optical art. In her article entitled “Why Blue Poles still demands 
attention,”48 Kelly Gellatly quotes the renowned abstract expressionist Jackson Pollock 
(1915-1956) as saying: 
“The modern painter cannot express this age, the airplane, the atom bomb, the 
radio, in the old forms of the Renaissance or of any past culture.”49
 
Gellatly continues her description of the artist: 
“In no way giving in to the spectre of figuration that was to appear intermittently 
through out the artist’s career, Pollock uses the prominent slashes of Blue Poles to 
reinforce the conventional notion of figure and ground into his work, but without 
making any concessions to traditional concepts of perspective.”50
 
In the book entitled Working Space,51 the artist/author Frank Stella (b. 1936) examines a 
history of spatial manipulation by visual artists. He states:  
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“Classicism, with its parallel receding planes and its sharp-focus miniaturization, 
makes itself somehow beside the point. More serious issues are raised by Titian and 
Rubens; they advance notions of painterliness, impressionistic color, and 
continuous pictorial surface, three concerns about painting which more than others 
have led inexorably toward twentieth-century abstraction….Modrian and Pollock 
have ‘real’ pictoriality; they acknowledge the spatial fecundity and compelling 
image manipulation with which Caravaggio began modern picture making.”52
     
Implied form and space had become completely abstracted and devoid of any literal 
functions or associations. In abstraction, the two elements are given equal 
acknowledgement and aesthetic merit on the surface plane. A group of American artists 
including Mark Rothko (1903 - 1970), Clyfford Still (1904 - 1980) and Barnett Newman 
(1905 - 1970) practicing during the mid 1940s, propelled the exploration between colour 
and space on the surface plane. In Anthony Everitt’s book on Abstract Expressionism, the 
author quotes Barnett Newman, identifying the artist’s concerns with space: 
“Instead of using outlines, instead of making shapes or setting off spaces, my 
drawings declare space,’ Newman wrote; ‘instead of working the remnants of 
space, I work with the whole space.”53
 
In another twist in spatial innovation, the artist Lucio Fontana (1899 - 1968) cut the 
surface of his paper/canvas implying a direct link with the audience and the real space 
surrounding the work. Fontana’s canvas titled Spatial Concept Waiting (Fig. 5) is an 
example of this perception. Everitt describes the conception behind this action in the 
following statement: 
“In these literal ways he opened up the picture plane: the spectator can see through 
it to three-dimensional space beyond, which itself becomes an element of the 
composition.”54   
 
Artists have often questioned the relationship between the physical work of art with its 
immediate or intended environment. Of more relevance to my own art practice, is the 
psychological use of implied space characteristic in the paintings produced by the 
German Expressionist, Max Beckmann (1884 - 1950). He began consciously removing 
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illusional space from his paintings and in doing so, heightened the sense of tension in his 
work. 
 
Having been employed as a medical orderly during the First World War,55 Beckmann 
was said to suffer from depression as a result of his first hand experiences of the atrocities 
of war. His artwork depicts an array of tormented souls, living a type of hyper real 
existence that is in fact the reality of a society at war. In terms of his organisation of 
space on the surface plane, Beckmann often enlarged the scale of his bizarre subjects in 
relationship to the perimeters of the canvas edges, creating a sense of claustrophobia. He 
emphasised jagged shapes, tilting angles, and inconsistent viewpoints provoking a sense 
of instability.  
 
Whilst the Renaissance artists had attempted to order their work in terms of balance and 
harmony, controlling every action in their newly structured, civilized world, Beckmann 
used his art to express the sense of upheaval, uncertainty and chaos of a country at war. 
Beckmanns’ painting Carnival (Fig. 6) is an example of this point of difference. His 
affinity with medieval art is reflected in the design of the vertical, narrow composition 
reminiscent of Gothic altarpieces. The spatial treatment utilized in Carnival is described 
in the following quotation: 
“Staccato zigzag patterns and steep diagonal shapes cause the spectator’s eye to 
shift to and fro in a never-ending ebb and flow of hectic movement. At no point 
does the composition offer any hint of eventual respite; there is no focal point on 
which the eye may come to rest. It is almost as though we are witnessing a dance 
without end.”56
 
The enormous influence of Beckmanns’ manipulation of the surface plane on my own art 
practice is evident in the charcoal drawing, Tragedy (Fig. 7). I experimented with a series 
of drawings exploring staccato zigzag movements. Using narrow, elongated 
compositions, I emphasised strong angles across the format, created by the placement of 
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Publications Department, 1984), p. 5. 
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still life ornaments. The personal challenge for me was to repeat the image of a single 
object from different positions within the defined perimeters of the surface. This formed a 
conscious break in my own tradition of working by directly observing a single still life 
arrangement before me.     
 
David Hockney and spatial manipulation 
 
David Hockney has constantly questioned the nature of art, and the techniques used by 
other artists. He has challenged the use of spatial conventions and preconceived ideas. In 
his book titled The way I see it,57 Hockney considers spatial innovations in both 
photography and painting. In referring to the notion of “reverse perspective”58, he 
concludes that: 
“Most photographers think that the rules of perspective are built onto the very 
nature of photography, that it is not possible to change it at all. For me, it was a 
long process realizing that this does not have to be the case.”59  
 
Determined to change this perception of spatial formula in his artwork, the artist was 
inspired by an accidental arrangement of Polaroid photos on his coffee table. It expanded 
and extended the scope of the perceived image. It produced a type of fractured space and 
altered perspectives not unlike Cubist painting, invigorating the life of the subject matter. 
This technique is evident in the photo-piece titled The Desk (Fig. 8). The form of the desk 
appears to be flattened like a one-dimensional view of a package layout. Inspired by this 
development, many artists have continued to overlap photos and recreate this type of 
flattened perspective. 
 
Spatial innovations by selected Australian artists 
 
Female artists practising in Australia during the 20th century such as Thea Protor (1879 - 
1966), Eveline Syme (1888 - 1961) and Grace Cossington Smith (1892 - 1984), produced 
highly credible and innovative work. Traudi Allen discusses the possibilities of these 
                                                 
57 Hockney, op. cit., p. 100. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 
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artists being defined as ‘early modernists.’60 She clarifies the contribution to spatial 
development on the surface plane made by these artists in the following statement from 
her book entitled Cross-Currents in Contemporary Australian Art: 
“The basis of the claim that these women artists of the 1920s and1930s had broken 
new ground, is their introduction of bold, flat planes of colour and their 
modification of natural shapes to create a stylised patterning.”61
 
In the 1900s Margaret Preston (1875 - 1963) traveled to Europe studying developments in 
modern art. Preston was particularly interested in eastern art styles and aboriginal art.62 
Unlike painters from the Heidelberg School, such as Tom Roberts (1856 - 1931), 
Frederick McCubbin (1855 - 1917), and Arthur Streeton (1867 - 1943), Preston rejected 
the literal representation of nature and the “Barbizon practice of plein air painting”63. Her 
wide practice in printmaking lead her to produce imagery, which was more abstracted 
and decorative in nature. 64
 
In the discussion on the development of Preston’s work, Helen Topliss notes that the 
artist, like Aboriginal artists, had no interest in the current European obsession for 
capturing “atmospheric effects”65 in landscape paintings. Preston’s spatial innovations 
evolving out of her advocacy of primitive cultures can be summarised in the following: 
“Her use of Aboriginal design might have begun in a naïve and mimetic fashion 
but, as her art developed in the 1920s through to the 1940s, there was a gradual 
change in her interpretation. What had started off as an appreciation of surface, two-
dimensional design, such as that seen on shields (which seem to have been the 
favoured artefacts for Europeans), became a more complex awareness of how 
Aboriginals depicted form in space. Part of this awareness was centred on the 
recognition that the forms were often totemistic and had a spiritual significance. 
The tonality of Aboriginal works also created a change in her art practice in a way 
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not dissimilar to the change in tonality from the early stages of Cubism in the art of 
Picasso and Braque to the reduced palette of analytical Cubism.”66  
 
Julie Dowling (b. 1969) combines characteristics from traditional aboriginal art with 
elements from western culture. As a member of the ‘Stolen Generation,’ Dowling was 
placed in a Catholic orphanage with her sister, being raised and educated by nuns. She 
later undertook formal art training at Curtin University.  Familiar with the traditional 
western art movements and the art conventions belonging to her aboriginal heritage, 
Dowling has forged an individual approach to art making integrating aspects of both 
traditions.  
 
In The Ungrateful 1999 (Fig. 9), Dowling represents the background of the canvas 
through a “surround of ‘traditional’ Indigenous imagery, the ubiquitous dot and circle of 
Central Desert iconography.”67 By contrast, the figures are painted through the use of 
traditional painting techniques. The groups of figures are depicted as three-dimensional 
forms projecting toward the viewer. The uneasy presence created in her work is similar to 
the psychological implications expressed in Beckmanns’ painting reflecting the upheaval 
of war. Both artists have painted figures that project a vacant stare toward the viewer, 
conveying feelings of anxiety caused by the trauma of displacement. 
 
Classical geometry as a basis for spatial organization  
 
Geometry or “measure of the earth,”68 was a mathematical system developed along the 
Nile in ancient Egypt. As annual floods destroyed the irrigation canals and farming plots 
surrounding the banks of the river, a constant re-ordering of the land would occur. This 
was viewed “as a re-establishment of the principle of order and law on earth.”69 In the 
book, Sacred Geometry, Robert Lawlor states: 
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“This activity of ‘measuring the earth’ became the basis for a science of natural 
law as it embodied in the archetypal forms of circle, square and triangle.”70
 
Lawlor explores the relationship between mathematics, science, art and music. In 
analysing the functions of the human anatomy, he identifies the particularities of our 
senses, exploring specific artistic, mathematical and scientific thought patterns: 
“With our bodily organization into five or much separate perceptual thresholds, 
there is seemingly little in common between visual space, auditory space and haptic 
space, and there seems to be less connection between these physiological spaces 
and pure, abstract metric or geometric space, not to mention here the differing 
awareness of psychological space. Yet all these modes of spatial being converge in 
the human mind-body. Within the human consciousness is the unique ability to 
perceive the transparency between absolute, permanent relationships, contained in 
the insubstantantial forms of a geometric order, and the transitory, changing forms 
of our actual world. The content of our experience results from an immaterial, 
abstract, geometric architecture which is composed of harmonic waves of energy, 
nodes of relationality, melodic forms springing forth from the eternal realm of 
geometric proportion.”71
 
Lawlor clarifies a point of difference between ancient geometry and Euclidian 
philosophies. The former begins with One, and is considered a meditation of 
“metaphysical Unity,” whereas the latter begins with Zero.72 The geometric proportion 
whose measure resulted in “compositional Unity”73 was understood in many ancient 
eastern and western cultures. It became known as ‘The Golden Proportion’, a word 
derived from the twenty-first letter of the Greek alphabet, phi.74 The spiritual association 
with this mathematical spatial division is more clearly understood when its relationship to 
God is defined. The concept was rediscovered and widely employed as the basis for 
religious paintings during the Italian Renaissance. Lawlor explains the spiritual linkage in 
the following definition: 
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“The fact that it is a three-term proportion constructed from two terms is its first 
distinguishing characteristic, and is parallel with the first mystery of the Holy 
Trinity: the Three that are Two.”75  
 
Australian realist artists such as the late Michael Shannon (1927 - 93), and contemporary 
artists such as Rick Amor (b. 1948), Jeffrey Smart (b. 1921), Tim Storrier (b. 1949), and 
Nick Mourtzakis (b. 1950), all utilise geometry in their practice. Thus the composition in 
their work becomes a careful selection of proportions and fragments of visual information 
arranged in accordance with a predetermined geometric grid or structure imposed on the 
surface plane. The initial mathematical ratio is ruled onto the canvas and used as a basis 
for strengthening the impact of the composition.  
  
Leading figurative painter, Rick Amor advocates the use of the Golden Proportion76 in 
his own practice. After discovering a book on hidden geometry the artist began exploring 
the potential of the Golden Proportion and linear perspective. On contemplating spatial 
options, Amor identified this convention as being most suited to his mode of visual 
translation, and uses it to establish the emotional tone in his paintings. He crystallises this 
decision making process in the following statement: 
 
“As a student, in the sixties, I discovered a book called ‘Secret geometry of the 
masters,’ in the library in the Gallery School. It contained information about the 
Golden Mean, the use of diagonals and right angles, and circles and curves 
underpinning most of the paintings produced up until the 20th century. The Golden 
Mean and grids and compositions is the same as tone and form and colour – it’s all 
just part of making a pictures better as far as I could see.”77
 
Amor draws inspiration for the subjects in his paintings from a wide range of sources 
including life experiences and memories, his photographs from selected locations, films or 
simply through being intrigued by another artists’ work. Having selected the subject matter 
for a particular painting, Amor explores the relationship between formal elements across 
the surface plane underpinned by the proportions of the Golden Mean. He further expands 
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upon the role of geometry in strengthening the equilibrium of his composition in the 
following quotation: 
“John Brack used to tell us was that when you compose a picture it’s got to look 
inevitable. The use of a grid or Golden Section underneath helps that feeling because 
everything relates to the shape of the canvas. It’s all held within that shape. It 
becomes like a sort of a parallel world - a metaphor. 
 
For years I believed that space had to be Cubist space – that it was flat and I 
composed pictures on the surface of the canvas. But then one day I thought, it’s not 
written in concrete you must have Cubist space so I went back to using one-point 
perspective. The way I paint, the work’s got to look convincingly real: it has to look 
like clouds and trees and buildings and roads existing in a convincing space.”78
 
A diagram of the Golden Proportion (Fig.10) demonstrates the arrangement of 45-degree 
angles within a series of squares, which are reduced in scale. The alternating direction of 
the division of each square creates a spiraling effect, leading the viewers’ eye toward a 
focal point. The relationship to these angles and geometric surface division can be seen in 
the underlying compositional structure of Amor’s painting entitled Windows (Fig. 11). 
 
Virtual space 
 
In the book entitled Space: In Science, Art and Society,79 views from eight prominent 
authors are presented based on the 2001 Darwin College Lectures, Cambridge University. 
This extract from the introduction by Francois Penz, Gregory Radick and Robert Howell, 
summarizes the contexts in which the notion of space is explored throughout the book: 
 “What is space? No single definition will serve. Space, after all, is multiple. 
Arguably, there are as many different kinds of space, and human engagements with 
space, as there are scales, media and cultures……….In between, the ports of call 
include space and language, architecture, virtual reality, maps of the Earth, 
international politics and interplanetary exploration. Here, then, is a space odyssey 
for the intellectual traveller of broad tastes, who likes to be informed, challenged 
and entertained.”80  
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In “Virtual Space,”81 artist/filmmaker Char Davies describes influences facilitating the 
transitions in her art practice from painting to computer-generated imagery. Davies 
identifies the use of contact lenses and glasses as pieces of equipment that ultimately 
altered her visual sensibilities and provided a “fresh”82way of perceiving and defining 
forms in space on the two-dimensional surface plane. She describes the visual impact 
caused by lenses in the following paragraph: 
 
“Many of the strategies and aesthetic principles I have employed in my work are 
grounded in my own physiological experience of vision. My eyes are extremely 
myopic (at 17 ‘diopters’, in layman’s terms they require a thickness of 17 corrective 
lenses to see the world in focus with close to the same 20/20 ‘Mc-vision’ acuity as 
everyone else). When ‘uncorrected’ through prescription lenses, I encounter a 
radically different spatiality, in which normally perceived boundaries between 
objects and surrounding space are dissolved in light. Here, all semblance of hard 
edges, all sense of solid-surfaced separate objects, and all distinctions between 
things, including figure and ground, near and far – the usual perceptual cues by 
which we objectify the world – simply disappear, dissolved into an ambiguous 
enveloping spatiality of soft, semi-transparent, intermingling volumes of varying 
hues and luminosities.”83  
 
When not wearing corrective lenses, Davies feels she experiences a less conventional 
spatial awareness – one that increasingly relies on a sense of physical balance, breathing 
and hearing. She likens it to the experience of scuba diving, when one becomes 
enveloped in a sensation of being completely surrounded by space.  
 
Davies contrasts this with the conventional sense of space and perception formulated 
during the Renaissance, which results in what she describes as the occurrence of the 
illusion of “hard-edge-objects-in empty space.”84 The obvious difference, she argues, is 
that the latter is dependent of the notion of ‘seeing’ into the void in front of us, whereas 
the former presents an experience which engages us in the sense of space surrounding our 
very physical being.  
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Having spent ten years devoting her artistic energies toward recreating this floating 
experience through an interactive computer program, Davies devised a further experiment 
that involves projecting imagery onto a wall in a darkened room. The viewer spends 
approximately fifteen minutes in this enclosure experiencing a series of images and 
sounds projected through the space. The participant casts a shadow on the wall, which 
heightens their psychological engagement with the “immersion chamber.”85 So powerful 
is the medium for conveying a thought provoking experience, participants have cried, 
described feelings of euphoria, and claimed they are no longer afraid of dying.86 These 
experiments on the impact of virtual space on the human psyche have led Davies to 
develop software used in movies such as the visually challenging and dynamic Matrix. 
Technological developments in contemporary installations and cyber space continue to 
engage the audience, offering them new possibilities for perceiving and interpreting 
reality. 
 
 
 
Spatial diversity in contemporary art 
 
During a “Drawing Symposium” held at Monash University in Melbourne. 01-10- 2005, 
a series of papers were presented by established local and international artists, defining 
the very nature and role of drawing in the past and present context.  
 
Keynote speaker, Si Sapsford, characterised the act of drawing as a discipline which 
“transcended writing”87 in its ability to communicate. Sapsford cited the stick figures 
produced by pre-historic man to validate her statement.88 The artist described her art 
practice as a means of challenging the role of contemporary drawing, which included 
constructing a narrative through implementing a conceptual spatial device, explained 
visually in a PowerPoint presentation.  
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 This accompanying imagery revealed examples of the artist’s work, depicting sensitive, 
traditional, figurative graphite pencil drawings recently exhibited in a UK gallery. A 
relationship was established with a nearby gallery, which exhibited a similar collection of 
work produced by Sapsford. The artist travelled between each show by a taxicab. Inside 
the vehicle, the artist sat immersed in a bed of small ‘cut out’ drawings of birds. This 
journey through physical space accompanied by additional artwork served to link the 
exhibitions, creating a new concept for communicating ideas and evoking issues related 
to time, space, narration and travel.89
 
Later in the program, Melbourne-based contemporary artist Godwin Bradbeer (b. 1950) 
discussed the sources of inspiration and themes he explored through drawing. This 
included comments illuminating his interest in spatial voids created on the surface plane. 
Bradbeer concluded that the focus in his career had been dedicated to creating the image 
of the human form. After two decades, he was now more aware of, and concerned with 
what he termed the “voids” in his work.90 Without voids in numeracy and literature he 
explained,91 the communication system fails, as the language becomes incoherent and 
illegible. He referred to a piece of his work titled Drawing O (Fig. 12), which on the 
surface appeared to represent a curled snake holding its’ tail. Bradbeer explained that his 
interest in the work was in fact oriented around the white void created inside the shape of 
the reptile. The function of the space was taking on a much greater personal meaning for 
the artist.92
 
In an interview with Godwin Bradbeer conducted by Mark Pennings, and published in the 
catalogue produced in conjunction with an exhibition of the artist’s work at the former 
Bulle Gallery in Melbourne, the artist gives another insightful description of his 
interpretation of artistic space across the surface plane: 
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“I don’t think of the body as a chess game; I think of art on a rectangular surface. 
The whole process of making art in that space is like a chess game because it is an 
enclosed space and the moves are limited, but the temptation is to find the limitless 
within it.”93
 
Whereas Bradbeer often focuses on a single monolith in his drawings, such as a figure, 
bird or reptile, Melbourne based artist Mary Tonkin (b. 1973), explores the expanse and 
chaos presented in the Australian landscape. In contemplating “her needs in terms of 
space,”94 Tonkin produces large scale drawings and paintings through a fluid process 
involving assembling multiple panels of canvas or sheets of paper. These panels are 
organized in response to the artists’ intuitive consideration of the visual imagery before 
her. Having bolted the panels together, Tonkin works directly “in the landscape and the 
studio.”95      
 
The arrangement of forms and spaces, the rigorous mark making process and restricted 
palette of colour, combine in these often-massive artworks expressing dynamic 
movement and energy. The elements are tightly interlocked, giving strength and unity to 
the picture plane. Robert Nelson offers a description of Tonkin’s mental process during 
the completion of these works in the following extract from his catalogue essay 
accompanying the artist’s exhibition at Australian Galleries held in 2003. 
“Mary Tonkin builds her images without any implicit perspectival grid, much less 
photography or any other mechanistic system. Her works express the experience—
the subjective activity which yields conscious—of seeing her motif. Tonkin follows 
multiple pathways over, across, in and as something dynamic, binocular, elastic and 
intelligent, not automatic or mechanical as you might assume from photographic 
processes or even perspectival systems, which falsify the analogue experience of 
seeing and offend the subjectivity which lies at the basis of consciousness, visual 
and otherwise.”96
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In summary, contemporary artists are at liberty to select and interpret the spatial design of 
their work in accordance with their current needs and perceptions. Technology and pre- 
existing conventions may factor in the process, or may be consciously rejected. The 
artists’ path is an exciting journey of discovery and rediscovery, choosing or neglecting 
the role implied space performs on the surface plane within the context of that adventure. 
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Chapter 3 
 
 
 
 Spatial concerns in my own work 
 
Through the careful selection of still life objects and mirrors set up in my studio space, I 
have pursued the exploration of a range of potential spatial resolutions on the two-
dimensional surface plane. An analysis and evaluation of these experiments will be 
explained during the course of this chapter. Each trial was made in reference to specific 
art styles or techniques that have been utilized by individual artists. My aim has been to 
select a mode of representing implied space which best suited or contributed to my 
emotional responses to the subject matter. 
 
My personal collection of objects could be contemplated on a multitude of levels. The 
toys conjured up a host of childhood memories, triggering moods of reflection, and the 
possible reasons associated with giving a gift or a toy. Whilst a present could be symbolic 
of the love of a parent celebrating a special occasion, other motives could be more 
sinister. A gift could buy silence, tolerance and approval, or compensate for other 
inadequacies in a child’s life.  
 
Other social and emotional issues arise from toy ownership. The object you received 
could make you a target of jealousy and envy of siblings or playmates. Toys form part of 
social interaction, and as children, we are expected to conduct role-play activities with 
our dolls and play objects. Even during games, human nature rears its ugly head in the 
form of possessiveness, skiting, greed and vandalism. The toy becomes an object of war 
in the game of human emotion. 
 
Having selected my subject matter for each piece of work, I have explored spatial 
techniques and conceptions, visually testing their credibility for aesthetic resolution. As I 
generally work directly from observation, I continually contend with the problem of 
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multiple viewpoints; a phenomenon identified by Leonardo da Vinci in the 1400s,97 and 
explored by Paul Cézanne in the 1800s. In particular, when viewing still life objects in 
close proximity to me, I am presented with two different viewpoints from my right and 
left eye. Sometimes an object, such as a figurine of a cow or bull, may be in full view 
from my left eye. However, in the view from my right eye, the object may be partially 
hidden by the drawing board or canvas. For the same reason, the shape created by 
negative space between the objects varies. Therefore, I have concluded that in my work, 
the understanding of the shapes of forms and implied spaces is based on an 
‘approximation’ interpreted from several viewpoints. 
 
As discussed in the literature review, most Italian Renaissance artists established a fixed 
viewpoint in their paintings through the mathematical theory of one-point perspective. 
The results of employing this device were extremely successful, bearing in mind these 
paintings were often elaborate, large-scale public commissions depicting religious 
narratives and historical epics. I have not attempted to construct a surface division 
through this exact formula. However, I am convinced that some aspects of Renaissance 
techniques are still relevant to my work and can potentially enrich my understanding of 
space and receding planes. I have looked at methods of creating a ‘chequered’ ground 
plane, as documented by Leon Battista Alberti in the 1500s. The strong grid pattern on 
the ground plane is likened to a chessboard, creating repetitive but contrasting coloured 
shapes that recede in the distance. This heightens the sense of implied space and depth 
into the picture plane. The above-mentioned conventions are clearly evident in the 
preparatory drawing produced by Leonardo da Vinci in the Adoration of the Magi (Fig. 
13). The receding planes appear to be channelled toward a fixed point behind the image 
of the central character of the Madonna.  
 
In the body of work I completed in the initial stages of the research project, I established 
a ground plane in my drawings and paintings. Projecting an oblique movement into the 
picture plane created spatial dynamics and a credible surface in which to relate suggested 
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volumes. As seen in the linear drawing titled Talking Teapot (Fig. 14), I have constructed 
the three-dimensional volumes and have related these to the measured tiles receding into 
the picture plane, emulating Leon Alberti’s notion of the mathematical grid. This enabled 
me to become more confident in locating and emphasising the negative shapes existing 
between and around the forms. By carefully establishing the tiles on the wall, I could 
cross reference the height and width of the major planes moving through implied space. 
 
In this drawing, I have placed the group of still objects deliberately in the foreground and 
middle plane of the drawing, to prevent the viewers’ eye continuing out of the picture 
plane with the receding plane created by the kitchen wall and boxes. The strong angles in 
the microwaves and tiles are counterbalanced by the softer curves emphasised in the 
shape of the still life objects and electric cords. I have attempted to maintain a use of 
subtle curved and broken lines in order to suggest form rather than creating definite, 
stylised outlines which may destroy the feeling of space ‘breathing’ throughout the 
picture plane.  
 
I have researched the manipulation of technical devices, such as mirrors, lenses and 
projectors used to reflect an image onto a two-dimensional surface, therefore allowing 
subject matter and negative shapes to be traced onto the plane. As I enjoyed the mental 
and physical challenge of translating imagery from observation, it was not a practice I 
attempted to integrate into my artwork.   
 
In his book entitled Vermeer and his contemporaries, Leonard J. Slatkes defines the 
origins of the “camera obscura.”98 This small picture box containing a glass lens was used 
by artists to reflect an illusion of a scene onto an inside surface. The illusion assisted in 
the execution of subject matter, providing visual clues related to perspective and 
foreshortening. Slatkes describes the history of the optical device in the following extract: 
“Known since antiquity, this instrument, essentially the forerunner of the modern 
camera, was closely linked to the science of optics and to the art of perspective, as 
well as to a number of different scientific areas.”99
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A contributor to the above-mentioned catalogue, author Walter Leidtke identifies the 
spatial innovations featured in Jan Vermeer’s paintings attributed to the use of the camera 
obscura. Firstly, dramatic scale distortions appear in the Dutch master’s interior genre 
scenes. The figure is often placed in an environment contrasting with a “sudden shift in 
space and steep perspective.”100 Liedtke lists the “changes in focus,” and “unusual 
tonality and extraordinary effects of light” as Vermeer’s experiments with the optical 
instrument.101
 
In a documentary102 examining the uses of optical projections in painting, David Hockney 
points out that the human eye does not see objects out of focus, strengthening the 
argument that the camera obscura was in common practice in the Delft region at this 
point in time. 
 
Vermeer developed a unique painting technique to capture the illusion of a change in 
focus blurring the suggestion of the form. This technique became known as 
“pointilles.”103The artist employed other optical devices to strengthen spatial illusion on 
the flat surface plane. Vermeer included the placement of black and white tiles on the 
flooring in his interior scenes, emphasising receding planes in perspective. He often 
placed large drapes at the entrance of rooms creating a sense of foreground in his 
composition. Thus Vermeer became adept in combining a selection of visual techniques 
and strategies in the one painting resulting in a complex interplay in spatial manipulation.  
 
I became intrigued by Vermeer’s clever incorporation of drapery, evident in his painting 
Allegory on the Art of Painting (Fig.15). Large folds of drapery have been placed in the 
left foreground of a picture plane. Two figures are sitting in a room defining a middle 
ground. Spatial tension links these figures and in the distance, a back wall defined the 
limits of the scene. Vermeer has suggested a strong light source in the middle ground of 
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the painting, modelling the figures through dramatic shadows. This attention to lighting 
contributes to the implied sense of space pervading the room. 
 
Inspired by the aesthetic functions of the drapery, I explored a series of paintings and 
drawings attempting to lead the viewers gaze on a journey through space within the 
plane. In the drawing entitled Donkey Business (Fig. 16), I depicted the scene from a 
bird’s eye view looking down on the subject matter. I attempted to use fabric folds to lead 
into the picture plane and around a ceramic donkey standing on the seat of the chair. 
Vermeer had employed a sudden change in proportions in many of his genre interior 
scenes. I emulated this peculiar sense of scale and proportion by placing the small donkey 
in front of the large chunk of drapery. I produced a similar version of this scene 
combining an ornamental bull enveloped in drapery facing a sunlit window. I felt the 
painting was less successful in terms of retaining a sense of spontaneity and my 
translation of the drapery did not convey the desired spatial impact on the surface plane. 
 
In conclusion to my research into Vermeer’s work at this point in time, I felt that 
observing his treatment of scale – relating larger foreground objects with decided smaller 
forms in the middle ground – to be the most useful exciting technique of immediate 
relevance to my own work. Subsequently employing similar scale relationships imbued 
my composition with a sense of dramatic spatial impact, arresting the viewers’ attention; 
inviting them to enter the picture plane to discover the focal point.  
 
Spatial ambience through tone 
 
As I had been in the practice of drafting my work through linear perspective, developing 
a greater understanding of tone and value relationships became the next area of concern. 
During the Early Italian Renaissance period, as mentioned in the previous chapter, 
pioneering artists forged a mathematical and scientific understanding of the construction 
of three-dimensional form. Paolo Uccello (1397 - 1475) mastered a perspective system 
which enabled artists to create implied volume and a suggestion of deep space through 
the use of line alone. However, when the line drawing transpired into painting, the images 
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could take on a ‘cartoon-like’ or ‘cut out’ appearance because of their lack of weight, 
tonal value and shadow. My own paintings in particular, were open to similar criticism.      
 
Wanting to strengthen my work through developing the role of tonal transitions, I 
examined the legacy of work left by such artists such as Michelangelo Caravaggio, and 
the Spanish masters Diego Velazquez (1599 - 1660) and Francisco de Goya (1746 - 
1828). In particular, the extensive series of drawings and prints produced by Goya came 
under scrutiny. 
 
During his training under teacher Jose Luzan, Goya was encouraged to engage in the 
common practice of copying prints made by previous masters. Goya examined the work 
of Europes’ finest printmakers including Velazquez, Giandomenico Tiepolo (1727 – 
1804), Lorenzo Baldissera Tiepolo (1736 – 1776), Giovanni Battista Piranesi (1720 – 
1778) and Rembrandt Harmensz Van Rijn (1606 – 1669). 104  
 
Often making etchings and aquatints based on Velazquez’s paintings, Goya 
“interpreted”105 the compositional division of lights and darks rather than strictly 
adhering to the existing balance. This is evident in Goya’s etching of the Greek 
philosopher titled Aesop (1778),106 made after Velazquez’s painting of the same title and 
subject made in 1639 – 1640.107 In his book titled Reason and Folly: the prints of 
Francisco Goya, Frank I. Heckes describes the lighting changes made by Goya in his 
copy as reducing “the monumentality of the figure by creating an unusual curved shadow 
pattern at the left and widening the composition on both sides.”108 In Velazquez’s 
version, Aesop is portrayed with the appearance of serenity and dignity. Through use of 
etched lines, Goya presents the philosopher with more haggard features, and heightens 
the lighting contrast on the folds of the robe. This richness of tonal variation intensifies 
the sense of drama in the ‘copied’ print. 
                                                 
104 Frank I. Heckes, Reason and Folly: the prints of Francisco Goya, (Australia: National Gallery of 
Victoria, 1998), p. 15. 
105 Ibid, p. 16.  
106 Ibid, p. 17. 
107 Ibid.  
108 Ibid, p. 16. 
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Printmaking was an ideal medium for Goya’s relentless experiments in atmospheric 
perspective, enabling him to make many varied images from the one metal plate. Through 
this process Goya explored the potential of mark making in the background and skies in 
his illustrations. The acquatinting process enabled him to create a sense of subtle 
‘filtered’ lighting engulfing his subject matter. Themes or categories in Goya’s work 
often dealt with political oppression, human ignorance, prostitution, and death. The 
artists’ clever treatment of voids around the subjects evoked a macabre, sinister milieu, 
reinforcing the artistic intention. 
 
Noting the potential of this ‘texture’ created though the mark making process and use of 
chiaroscuro, I embarked on making a more tonal charcoal drawing on heavy piece of 
Canson paper, titled Donkey Trial (Fig. 18). Referring to Goya’s ink drawing known as 
Masters Attempt to Carry the Beast of Burden (Fig. 17), I analysed the simple diagonal 
shapes dividing the background space. In the foreground of Donkey Trial, I projected a 
sense of directional movement into the composition through the angle in the plane of the 
seat of the small chair. Inspired my Goya’s tonal arrangements, I aimed at introducing a 
stronger sense of drama to the drawing by identifying contrasting light and dark shapes in 
the background, thus creating a stronger sense of artificial lighting in the void.  
 
In response to the sense of spontaneity and immediacy present in Goya’s wash drawings, 
I produced a series still life and self-portraits images using a similar medium. As well as 
making traditional pen and ink drawings, I diluted black acrylic paint using it to translate 
still life objects directly onto paper. As I had spent many months drawing these objects in 
charcoal, I had developed the confidence to undertake larger scale drawings in wash 
without the need to make any preparatory marks in pencil. With a great deal of patience 
and concentration, I was able to build up the sense of three-dimensional form in implied 
space employing layers of wash rather than linear perspective. I attempted to reinforce 
the spirit and gesture of each figurine by applying and relating complimentary shadows 
on the walls and ground plane. 
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Confronting viewpoints  
 
I continued with a series of drawings containing objects on a bar stool; sometimes 
including a self-portrait image reflected in a mirror as seen in Personal Reflections 
(Fig.19). This composition had been influenced by my research into the spatial devices 
developed by the American artist, Phillip Pearlstein (b. 1924). As a realist painter, his 
selection of subject matter was relatively traditional. However, Pearlstein orchestrated 
compelling pictorial invention through spatial complexities. These evolved from the 
artists’ need to gain credibility during the pervading abstract trend of the 1950s. In his 
book entitled The Teaching & Practice of Phillip Pearlstein, author Jerome Viola 
describes the artistic context in the following statement: 
“At a time when modernist theory, involving the ‘essential’ flatness of painting, and 
various kinds of expressionistic abstraction were both current modes of aesthetic 
discourse, it is surprising that these paintings-with their obvious landscape subjects 
and traditional, although restricted space - were, on exhibited, acceptable to the 
critics.”109
  
I had been conscious of Pearlstein’s incorporation of furniture viewed from dramatic 
angles when producing Donkey Business (Fig 16), Personal Reflections (Fig. 19) and 
Donkey Trail (Fig.18). I utilised the large planes created by the base and back of the 
chairs to define a space in which to place my still-life objects.  I became aware of ‘inner 
compartments’ existing in my subject matter. Images in a mirror became an additional 
space within a space. The small wooden shoes from India, the stomach of the cow, 
(which was actually a milk jug from Ikea) and the basket on the back of the donkey 
contained vessels of air. As well as the pictorial format, these smaller pockets of space 
needed to be constructed with equal credibility.    
 
Pearlstein became particularly fascinated by the manipulation of blown-up portrait 
photos. Working as a graphic designer for Life magazine brought a “subliminal 
psychological impact”110 to his paintings. Having to alter photographs to accompany 
                                                 
109 Jerome Viola, The Painting & Teachings of Philip Pearlstein (New York: Watson-Guptill Publications, 
a division of Billboard, Inc, 1982), p. 20. 
110 Ibid. 
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articles, the practice of cropping and the enlarging of image scale infiltrated Pearlstein’s 
art style. Eventually, it became a “kind of trade mark”111 which he described as “ a way 
of getting the scale of the forms bigger inside the canvas and controlling the space.”112 
The painting entitled Two models with chief’s blanket (Fig. 20), demonstrates his use of 
cropping, which “often removed the model’s face and, thus, the vehicle for the expression 
of personality and mood, leaving the viewer to grapple with the compositional 
complexities of a storyless image…”113
 
Considering the potential impact created by applying the concept of ‘blowing up’ the 
head, I produced a scaled-up self- portrait in gouache and mixed media. I pushed the form 
of the skull and hairline towards the perimeters of the cardboard. I thickly primed the 
cardboard before beginning, as I wanted to use surface texture to heighten the sense of 
emotion in the work. I often start on a smooth surface that almost demands I approach the 
drawing or painting with a sense of caution and exactness. Working on this rougher 
surface gave me less control over the finished mark. 
 
In this particular self-portrait, I attempted to construct facial planes projecting forward 
toward the viewer, emulating the theory behind a Cubist collage. This opposed the 
Renaissance notion of a subject serenely placed within a container of illusionistic three-
dimensional space. Inspired by the sense of rhythm implied in the “wavey”114 line work 
created by Edvard Munch (1863 – 1944) in The lady with the brooch,115 I employed 
similar line formations in what little existing space remained in the corners of the work. I 
was intent on creating a more energised, psychological self-portrait through combining 
these techniques 
 
 
 
                                                 
111 Ibid. 
112 Ibid. 
113 Ibid, p. 37. 
114 J.P. Hodin, Edvard Munch (London: Thames and Hudson Ltd, 1972), p. 184. 
115Ibid, Edvard Munch, The Lady with the brooch, 1903, lithograph, (60 x 46), illustration no. 151, p.185.  
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A change of scene 
 
Until then, I had utilised a sense of background space in my work which had been based 
on an interpretation of reality. Looking for a means of retaining my preference for line, as 
opposed to tone in my drawings and paintings, I examined the work of the contemporary 
artist, David Bromley (b. 1960). As seen in the painting In a dream (Fig. 21), the subject 
matter in Bromley’s works is translated through the use of flattened colours and shapes, 
defined by black outlines. The paintwork is often rich in texture and the overall effect is 
more cartoon-like than naturalistic. More importantly, the objects and figures are placed 
on a flat surface plane implied through layers of bold colours, possibly created through 
use of a palette knife and rollers. The objects almost float around on this surface, and are 
not depicted in any physical scale relationship to each other. 
 
Adapting this process for creating a flattened sense of space on the picture surface, I 
produced a series of small acrylic paintings. In the first painting, I applied the background 
on the painting in soft olive greens and yellows. I intended to include two white toy 
lambs in the painting, and loosely established areas for the forms using white paint. When 
the paint had dried, I imposed the drawing of the lambs on the surface, defining them 
with black painted line work, as in the technique utilised by Bromley. Unlike his flattened 
images, I attempted to convey a sense of implied volume in the body of the toys. In the 
painting entitled Lambs in one-point perspective (Fig. 22), I adjusted the process in order 
to create a different optical illusion. I planned the placement of a group of three lambs, 
using foreshortening. The lambs appeared to rotate in three different views aimed toward 
a fixed vanishing point. I then applied thick layers of paint onto the background using 
brushes and a palette knife.  
 
At this point in my research, I was also influenced by several paintings produced by 
Sidney Nolan (b. 1917). For example, The Traps116 painted on glass in 1949 representing 
a group of three galloping horses and figures, was also created through use of black 
                                                 
116 Sidney Nolan, The Traps, Brian Adams, Sidney Nolan Such is life, (Australia: Century Hutchinson 
Australia Pty Ltd, 1987), p. 105. 
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outlines and flat areas of limited colour. When I employed this technique in my own 
work it enabled me to retain a linear drawing quality in painting. Gallipoli Horseman117 
completed by Nolan in 1959, inspired me to drag the paint horizontally across the surface 
plane in voids between forms. His image of a horseman riding appears in a ‘blur’ of 
movement. A horizontal band of yellow paint appears to have been dragged roughly 
across the brown background. The image of the figure and horse has been implied 
through a similar technique, suggesting a sense of transparency and allowing a residue of 
colour to penetrate through the layers. Whereas Bromley often used a selection of bold 
primary colours as the basis for his palette, I followed Nolan’s suit in using a more 
neutral range of earthy colours in the Lamb series. Aspects from both these artists work 
had triggered my imagination, resulting in the development of backgrounds in my 
paintings made in response to the act of painting, whilst integrating layers of colour and 
texture.   
 
At the time of writing, I continue to produce a series of paintings and drawings exploring 
this concept further length. I am now incorporating a spatial background bearing no 
physical reference to anything observed from around or behind the actual still life objects 
before me. I have only attempted this approach since undergoing careful study and have 
identified this as a major transition in my practice resulting from this research.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
117 Ibid, p. 152.  
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Conclusion 
 
 
 
In researching the application of spatial conventions throughout the history of eastern and 
western civilisation, it is clearly apparent that the particular context in which the work 
was created needs to be given consideration if one is to fully appreciate the intention of 
the artist and the magnitude of their achievement. One common denominator remains 
prevalent through time. A particular technique and application of space has been selected 
which enables the artist to control the passage of the viewing eye upon the surface plane. 
For example, a shallow recession may have been created in a series of ancient Roman 
friezes, which entice the viewer to observe a focal point illustrated in an historical event, 
and then move on to the next scene in the narration. 
  
By contrast, an intimate genre scene painted during the 15th century in northern Europe 
would characteristically define a story within a single frame. The use of space implied 
through the control of perspective and tonal manipulation may engage the viewer on a 
directed tour within the frame. The figure may be observed engaging in a range of social 
activities in a main room, and then more intriguingly, other parties may be interacting in 
secluded hallways and pantries. 
 
A virtual tour on a 21st century computer can offer a highly complex modern narrative.  
Technical experiences on the flat screen can engage the audience in a surreal journey 
through time and space, simultaneously offering a wide range of audio effects. These 
virtual experiences combine to alter the audience’s psychological state. Throughout the 
evolution of aesthetics, the element of space has at times become the true subject and 
meaning in the work. During the 20th century, abstract expressionists elevated the 
humble void in painting, giving it visual precedence over the literal subject matter that 
had dominated art for thousands of years. Art deconstructed naturalistic space, replacing 
the surface plane with an equilibrium of purely aesthetic lines, shapes and colours. 
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In my own practice, I have struggled to give the implied voids equal importance on the 
two-dimensional picture plane. Generally, the placement of form was given priority in 
considering the composition. Over time, my disposition altered and I was able to begin a 
piece with a more determined awareness of the role of implied space and its potential 
function in the composition of an image. Prior to undertaking this Masters research 
project, I constructed a ‘volume’ of implied space as I would construct an implied 
‘volume’ of an object. I was also concerned with spatial tension between objects unifying 
the whole through movement and directional lines. I was unsure if I could combine the 
illusion of three-dimensional form on a flattened surface with any credibility. Combining 
objects which were not literally set up before me in the one arrangement, was not a 
practice I contemplated. However, through researching aspects of contemporary paintings 
by David Bromley, I was inspired to make changes in my format and process of design.  
 
Importantly, this links directly with my personal aspirations: I am interested in 
challenging the notion of the traditional still-life composition. Research into spatial 
conventions has in part, enabled me to achieve this. With increasing confidence, I have 
been able to explore and combine several less representational conventions and 
techniques utilised in expressing voids and manipulating the surface plane. In an effort to 
improve the quality of my translation and visual dialogue, I have undertaken this research 
into implied space: an area of my work that has been visually impoverished and lacking 
in diversity. The answers to my questions do not necessarily lie in the new developments 
in technology, or in defining the literal or emotional meaning in my subject matter. 
Strengthening my work will result from re-evaluating the way I perceive space and art, 
and filtering my findings as defined above, into my current practice.  
 
When undertaking a drawing or painting I now begin by initially considering the surface 
plane as an implied space. Does it need to be a container of illusionist volume? Can I 
incorporate multiple spatial conventions successfully in the one composition? It is now a 
reversal of roles with space assuming priority over the literal subject matter. I conclude 
that after all, this is more logical as the implied space already exists on the surface: the 
form is then introduced and translated onto or into this perception.  
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